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​


Captain Alana
Black, owner of a one space craft freighting company moving cargo
between planets in the outer fringe of human colonies, longed for
the normally peaceful existence she enjoyed before she accepted her
two passengers on board S.S. Escape.

And as a member
of one of the leading society families on Earth, she knew her duty
to protect her two passengers with her life, if needed, until she
could return them to safety.

However, as a
part time spy for the United Systems Peace Keepers, she felt
excited at the opportunity to gather information and indirectly
help her new alien friends, the Altien, while waiting for her ship
to complete repairs from damage received when the ship’s artificial
intelligence altered course on route to the Cygnus system.

She waited for
two of her basic environmental machines, named Ben Two and Ben
Four, to replace sensors damaged from an impact with an
unregistered satellite at an unmapped planet somewhere near the
Cepheus system, and went over her options one more time.

Not only was
she now responsible for returning the kidnapped grandchildren of
the United Systems President to the PKs, she also had two dead
kidnappers in the cargo hold, and a third possible kidnapper hiding
from both her and the humans somewhere on the unmapped planet.

To return the
kids, she needed her ship repaired.

On top of that,
she agreed to the local aliens request to walk across the
countryside and study an unauthorised mining operation that was
damaging the land and waterways with waste.

Both Ben’s
ignored her as they worked in semi darkness in the underground
cavern. Both had replaced their middle left leg with a small light
enabling them to see clearly, while their front pair of legs worked
the bolts on the mounting. Their rear legs and right middle leg
kept them anchored to the metal while the craft rose and fell with
the small waves that slapped against the rocky ledge. Sunlight
beamed in the back entrance to the watery cavern where the locals
hid the ship and reflected off the Ben’s black metal bodies but the
light was not bright enough to clearly display their working area,
hence the small lights.

As surprised as
she was to meet the aliens, she was equally surprised to learn one
female Altien spoke English. When Al Jelena explained they wanted
the humans on the planet to stop poisoning the water while they dug
up the land, Alana could do nothing but agreed to look into the
situation while she waited for the repairs to be completed.

She had a fair
idea the mining operation the humans set up was unauthorised,
therefore unmonitored, but if she could see the company names and
get the exact coordinates, she would have enough information for
the authorities to act.

While the Bens
worked, Alana observed the indigenous humanoids. They evolved with
basic humanoid bodies of two arms, two legs, one head. However
their chests were deeper then humans and they had both lungs and
gills. They were equally adapt in the oceans as on the land.

Some of the
aliens on the rocky ledge at the back of the cavern relaxed,
chatting while they wove dried seaweeds into rudimentary clothes.
Others pounded rocks against dried kelp until it was a fine powder.
A group of young Altien swam in a shallow pool, supervised by three
adults. When a youngster disappeared under the water, Alana
automatically held her breath, waiting for the youngster to
reappear. Twice she was ready to dive in and rescue the child, but
it surfaced, laughing and shouting.

When one
supervising adult jumped into the pool and held a coughing
youngster under the water, Alana realised the children were
learning to breath air, not water.

She finally
relaxed and checked the Bens’ progress. It would not be long before
the sensors were operational. She left them to work and turned back
to the locals.

The Altien’s
ear flaps looked like human ears when opened, but a few on the
rocky ledge keep their ear flaps folded forward. They also had
almost normal noses when open, but the Altien could close both
nostrils, leaving a narrow ridge of cartilage in place of a
nose.

Alana guessed
it was part of an automatic reaction to shutting their lungs and
opening their gills. Not that she knew for sure, but it was a fair
guess. Both the ear and nose adaptations would allow the aliens to
dive deeper than humans could go and not be affected by water
pressure.

It was the only
logical explanation for swimming so deep when they guided her ship
to the cavern entrance. She smiled as she remembered her first
sight of the Altien opening and closing their mouths and gills
while under water. It was unsettling, but she was getting used to
it.

So far, the
aliens were extremely friendly, and willing to hide Alana and her
ship from the mining operation, but she worried they could change
their attitude if she could not help them remove the unauthorised
humans from their lands.

“The connection
is completed.” Ben Two announced.

Alana studied
the replacement. It looked secure. Both Ben’s removed their tool
attachments and replaced their standard walking limbs before they
packed the tools into their body storage area.

“Captain, I
am testing the scanners.” The ship’s artificial intelligence
program advised Alana through her implant.

“Ship, I am
returning with the Bens.” Alana climbed down the side ladder and
stepped onto the wing of the craft, careful not to slip off into
the water. She eased across the wing to the forward ladder and
climbed to the open hatch. Once inside the airlock she palmed open
the interior door and entered the bridge, leaving both doors open
for the Bens to follow.

“Captain,” Ship
greeted Alana, “I can only see rocks.”

“Ship, it is
the roof of the cavern. Switch to infrared.”

“Working,” Ship
responded.

The Bens walked
through the airlock onto the bridge. Alana decided not to close the
airlock in case one of the locals visited.

“Ben Two and
Ben Four, please return to your station and recharge.” Alana
watched Ben Two disappear through the rear door towards the galley.
Ben Four crossed the floor to his station under the navigation
panel.

“Ship, are the
teens ready to go?”

“Yes, Captain.
Al Jelena is testing her boots, while Sam hovers, waiting to
manufacture another pair if the boots are uncomfortable. Both Harry
and Karen are suitably attired and have weapons.”

Alana could
picture her android waiting, hands on hips, ready to help. She was
not so sure of the teens. So far, they showed themselves to be
spoilt and mostly useless. Still, they did escape from their
kidnappers and did find her ship. That counted in their favour. As
for Jelena, Alana supposed everything on the ship was new and
wonderful to her.

“Order them to
the bridge. If we don’t start walking soon, another day will be
over before we leave.”

“They are
leaving maintenance now. Al Jelena does look almost human in her
new clothes, but she is walking slowly. She does not seem used to
footwear.” Ship displayed the youngsters walking down the corridor
from engineering towards the cabins on the closest monitor.

“Ship, while we
are gone, please check every system. I want everything working when
we return.” Alana turned to the rear bridge door, waiting for the
teens. “Also remain in contact with me the whole trip. I may need
you to retrieve us if there are difficulties.”

“Understood,
Captain.” Ship switched to the next camera beside the galley. “I
believe Sam has given Al Jelena its hat.”

Alana glanced
at the monitor. The alien wore the android’s black plastic hat,
shaped like a legendary Stetson. Was it only a few days ago she
ordered Sam to remove the western personality chip, and hat? She
shook her head at the ‘droid’s antics.

Harry was first
through the door, followed by Karen and Jelena. Sam waited at the
door, holding three packs and a spare cap.

The youngsters
wore identical clothes, brown shirt and trousers, and black boots.
Both Harry and Karen wore a light brown cap that matched their
clothes and would provide protection from the sun. Jelena kept her
head still so the black Stetson would not fall off, while holding
the sides of her shirt away from her ribcage.

Alana realised
Jelena was not used to clothing or hats. “Sam, please take your
hat, and hand Al Jelena your cap.”

The android
held out the cap. Jelena removed the large hat and replaced it with
the cap. The cap covered her short hair but left her ear flaps free
to move.

Sam settled the
hat on its head at a slight angle. “I need the western chip
installed to complete the outfit.”

Alana ignored
Sam’s suggestion and studied the way Jelena shifted from foot to
foot. “Much better. Jelena, pull the bottom of your shirt out of
the waistband of your trousers. It will stop the material rubbing
against your gills.”

Jelena heaved a
sigh and did as Alana suggested. “Your clothing is tight.”

“Weapons?”
Alana looked at Harry.

He patted the
knife attached to his belt. “The rest are in the packs.”

Karen and
Jelena both nodded.

Alana checked
both pouches were secure on each belt. “The packs, Sam.”

Sam held out
the straps of the packs. Harry took one, Karen the second. Alana
took the third.

“Captain Black,
we included enough meals for three days. I distributed Jelena’s
between the three packs. I could see she was having trouble getting
used to the clothes and boots, and didn’t need the extra weight.”
Harry waited for Alana’s reply.

Alana nodded.
“Thank you, Harry. Let’s go.” She waited until the three climbed
out the hatch, before she turned back to Sam. “Sam, obey all orders
from Ship until I return.”

“Understood,
Captain.” Sam walked to the hatch. “May I install the western
personality chip while you are gone?”

“If Ship does
not mind.” Alana did not think Ship would put up with it any more
than she did.

“Captain, I do
not mind,” Ship answered.

“Ship, if Sam
annoys or confuses the locals with too much old fashioned slang,
order Sam to remove the chip. Remember, monitor me through the
implant in case I need you. See you in three days.” Alana climbed
out the hatch.

* * *

Jelena led the
way out the rear cavern exit and across a cleared field with three
large pits. Four Altien ignored her group as they emptied
containers of liquid into the closest pit just as the wind
changed.

“That stinks.”
Harry held his nose closed with his fingers to stop the strong
odour. “What is that smell?”

Jelena glanced
back at Harry. “Altien soil.”

Karen quickened
her pace to catch Jelena, with Harry close behind her.

Alana agreed
with Harry. The smell was bad. She quickened her pace. It was as
bad as the waste vats in Escape before it was dried ready to
offload at the next stopover as fertiliser.

When she were
far enough from the pits to breathed fresh air, Alana slowed to a
walk and studied the surrounding hills. The tall trees in the area
grew a straight trunk for six feet before a horizontal platform of
branches and dark green leaves extended from the trunk like the
spokes in a wheel. The straight trunk continued for another six
feet before a second platform of horizontal branches and dark green
leaves hid the tops of the trees. Three of the trees in the
distance had a third platform of branches. They were strange enough
for her to realise the planet was definitely not Earth.

The brown short
stemmed grass did not look like grazing fodder. Or maybe it was
waiting for rain to grow. Every so often
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